An Important Step Toward Ethical International Recruitment
T he Voluntary Code of Ethical Conduct for the Recruitment of Foreign-Educated Nurses to the United States, 1 released in September 2008 by a broad group of stakeholders convened by AcademyHealth, is a significant step toward fair, transparent, and accountable practices in recruiting nurses from other countries to work in the United States.
The U.S. health care system has long turned to foreigneducated nurses to help meet staffing shortfalls. An ongoing nursing shortage has helped to transform international nurse recruitment into a growth industry. Between 1997 and 2007, the number of agencies recruiting nurses in other countries to work in the United States increased from approximately 30 to more than 270 (Pittman, Folsom, Bass & Leonhardy, 2007) . These agencies range from large national and multinational companies that place hundreds of immigrant nurses to small operations that place as few as one or two nurses per year.
In light of the proliferation of recruitment agencies along with employers' ongoing interest in foreign recruitment to help fill vacant positions and the desires of many nurses to emigrate to the United States, the essentially unregulated character of international nurse recruitment poses some notable problems. One of these is the negative impact that nurse migration into the United States may have on many source countries, particularly those experiencing their own shortages of health professionals. Another is the potential for abuse and exploitation of immigrant nurses on the part of recruiters or employers. A lack of clear standards for international recruitment leaves immigrant nurses vulnerable to deception, manipulation, and coercion. Indeed, many immigrant nurses have reported encountering practices including false promises, placement into low-paying nonprofessional positions, illegal holding of immigration documents, unilateral changes in employment contracts, substandard housing, questionable upfront fees, and threats of deportation for complaints (Pittman et al., 2007) .
But a lack of standards leaves even some well-meaning recruiters and employers with insufficient guidance to protect the rights of immigrant nurses, ensure their fair treatment, and provide for effectively integrating them into the U.S. nursing workforce. And it leaves nurses themselves without clear knowledge of their own rights and responsibilities-effectively enhancing their vulnerability by limiting their ability to understand, no less assert, their rights under labor and immigration laws.
There are differing opinions regarding the role of international recruitment in the U.S. nursing workforce, largely reflecting differences in perspective among health care employers, unions, professional associations, recruiters, regulators, and immigrant nurses themselves. But the core issues in ethical recruitment should not be obscured by these differing perspectives. All nurses should have the right to be treated with respect, dignity, and fairness. All nurses should be entitled to make decisions about their careers and their lives based on full, accurate, accessible, and understandable informationparticularly when those decisions are as significant as moving to a new and unfamiliar country. Nurses who are adapting to a new culture and a new health care system need sufficient orientation and other adjustment assistance in order to practice safely and competently.
A commitment to principles such as these is not simply important in order to protect the rights and dignity of immigrant nurses, as important as that is. Because immigrant nurses are part of the U.S. nursing workforcepracticing in the same health care system as U.S.-educated nurses, licensed by the same state boards of nursing, caring for the same patients-ethical treatment of immigrant nurses is also necessary to protect and advance the nursing profession and to ensure high-quality care to our patients. Moreover, attention to the needs of source countries' health care systems and how they are affected by international recruitment is important to carry out the ethical obligations of recruiters, employers, and the nursing profession in advancing global health.
The United States has lagged behind other countries in confronting these issues. Nurses in the United Kingdom (U.S. Department of Health, 2004), the broader European Community (Standing Committee of Nurses of the EU, 2004), and globally-through the International Council of Nurses (ICN, 2001)-have adopted standards for ethical recruitment. But significant progress toward ethical recruitment into the United States has been made, thanks to the efforts of AcademyHealth and the groups and individuals it convened as a Task Force on the Ethical Recruitment of Foreign-Educated Nurses. The breadth of representation on the task force is itself impressive. The fact that this diverse group-including professional, employer, labor, academic, and trade groups with conflicting positions on many issues-achieved consensus on principles for ethical international nurse recruitment suggests a strong potential for successful implementation of the code. 2 Implementation will require concerted commitment by recruiters and employers to subscribe to the code's principles. It will also require the efforts of stakeholders and supporters to ensure widespread awareness of the code, to disseminate it, and to urge the broadest possible endorsement and support. This initiative has already gathered endorsements and letters of support from an impressive array of nursing and health care organizations, trade associations, labor unions, employers, recruiters and others. 3 In a May 2007 editorial in this journal, I wrote: "Nurses in the United States need to follow the lead of the ICN, the Standing Committee of Nurses of the EU, and other nursing organizations in establishing standards for ethical and responsible international recruitment. Such standards should address both the effect of international recruitment on source countries and protecting the rights of internationally recruited nurses. . . . Developing and adopting such standards would be in the interests not just of nurses but also of employers and reputable international recruitment agencies, because they could provide a basis for identifying those employers and agencies that demonstrate a commitment to ethical, responsible practices in international recruitment as well as those that do not" (Keepnews, 2007) .
The recent release of the Voluntary Code of Ethical
Conduct for the Recruitment of Foreign-Educated Nurses to the United States is a most welcome development. It represents a highly significant and much-needed step forward for nursing and health care in the United States The code deserves widespread and enthusiastic support. David M. Keepnews, PhD, JD, RN, FAAN Editor-in-Chief Notes 1. The code may be viewed at http://www.fairinternationalrecruitment .org.
2. The members of the Task Force are listed at http://www .fairinternationalrecruitment.org/taskforce.htm.
3. See http://www.fairinternationalrecruitment.org/endorsers.htm.
